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Between Monks: Saigyō’s Shukke, Homosocial
Desire, and Japanese Poetry
Jack Stoneman

Introduction
Among the many theories¹ that attempt to explain Saigyō’s (1118 –1190)
sudden and dramatic transformation from samurai to Buddhist monk at
the age of twenty-three,² the most controversial is what I am terming “the
homosexuality theory.” ³ At the time Saigyō, or Satō Norikiyo, as he was
known before his tonsuring, left his family and career to become a
monk,⁴ he was in the employ of Retired Emperor Toba (1103 –1165) as a
member of the Northern Guard (hokumen no bushi), an elite ⁵ group of
bodyguards and personal companions. According to the homosexuality
theory, Saigyō became a monk in order to avoid the male-male sexuality
of Toba’s court circle. Because of the dearth of information surrounding
Saigyō’s shukke,⁶ it would be just as easy to argue that he took the tonsure after the failure of a sexual affair with a male member of Toba’s
clique, or even with Toba himself.⁷ Regardless of whether Saigyō left
court in order to evade the unwanted attention from other males, to escape the sorrow of a failed love affair, or to elude the bitterness of a triangulated relationship,⁸ any hypothesis based upon male-male sexuality
remains controversial, highlighting the rigid and contentious homosexual vs. homophobic dichotomy that has informed the development of
the homosexuality theory in Japanese scholarship. This article will offer
a more nuanced understanding of the multiplicity of desires that led men
into the Buddhist priesthood by examining part of the poetic record of
Saigyō’s shukke. We will find that the multivalence of Japanese poetic
language became in the hands of monk/poets of the late Heian period
(12th century) an apt analogue for the conflicted, emotionally charged
transition from layman to priest, and that a spectrum of desires— sexual,
social, and spiritual— comingled in poetic expressions of longing.
Gary Leupp observes that during the Edo period (1600 –1868), “Sex
Japanese Language and Literature 43 (2009) 425 – 452
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between males was not only widely tolerated among the articulate classes
but positively celebrated in popular art and literature.” ⁹ Nevertheless, as
Gregory Pflugfelder writes, “desire, sexual or otherwise, is not a constant
or a given, but is shaped in crucial ways by the very manner in which we
think and speak about it,” ¹⁰ and literary scholarship of the 20th century in
Japan might lead one to believe that male-male sexuality did not exist
prior to the Kamakura period (1185 –1333). However, the pioneering research of Iwata Jun’ichi (1900 –1945) reveals the trajectory of male-male
desire in Japanese history to extend to the earliest periods.¹¹ Iwata’s work
was not published widely, however, until the 1970s, and Pflugfelder
notes: “In Japanese academic circles, as in Western ones, the idea that
sexuality has a history — much less one that historians may respectably
talk about— is a recent, and for some an unsettling, proposition.” ¹² Indeed, though male-male sexuality in Edo-period art and literature has
been well-documented and treated again and again in modern scholarship, research which reappraises canonized figures in classical Japanese
poetry with speculation on their same-sex affections remains controversial in Japan.¹³ In the case of Saigyō, it was modern homophobia that
influenced the development of a shukke theory in which he was transformed into a homophobic heterosexual.¹⁴
The scholarship of recently deceased Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (1950 –
2009) ¹⁵ has made possible a more sensible understanding of the spectrum
of homosocial desire ¹⁶ in male-male relationships that overcomes the polarizing divide of homosexual vs. homophobic. In her landmark studies
of homosocial desire, gender, and English literature, Sedgwick describes
a continuum between homosocial and homosexual behaviors, pointing
out that male-male social structures and relationships can fall anywhere
on the spectrum. She writes, “‘Homosocial’ is a word occasionally used
in history and the social sciences, where it describes social bonds between persons of the same sex; it is a neologism, obviously formed by
analogy with ‘homosexual,’ and just as obviously meant to be distinguished from ‘homosexual.’” ¹⁷ According to Sedgwick, though “homosociality” may refer to male-male relationships within a strictly male social structure (such as the Buddhist priesthood) and have nothing to do
with homosexual desire or behavior, homosociality does not necessarily
preclude the possibility of sexual desire being part of a relationship or
social structure. In Japan, male homosocial structures often coalesced, or
overlapped, with male-male sexual relationships.
By Saigyō’s time male-male sexual relationships had become part of
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the milieu of the insei courts as well as some Buddhist temples.¹⁸ Retired
emperors of the Insei period (1086 –1185), especially Toba and GoShirakawa (1127–1192), engaged in sexual relationships with certain retainers, advancing the careers of those men with whom they were most intimately involved. It is possible that some men at court capitalized on their
sexual relationships with retired emperors precisely in order to ascend in
rank and influence. Such retainers or underlings were said to receive the
“special favor (or affection),” chōai, of their sovereign and were sometimes called chōainin (“favored men”) or chōdō (“favored boys”). Young
men who received similar favor from their clerical masters might be referred to by the same terminology or the term chigo (“page boy”). The
term that came to be applied to male-male sexuality in Japan was nanshoku, a word with Chinese origins which came into wide usage in the
early Edo period.
As Paul Atkins points out, nanshoku usually meant pederasty in premodern Japan.¹⁹ Pederasty in pre-modern Japan might be more broadly
defined here to mean not only older men and submissive younger partners but also men in positions of power vis-à-vis their status and rank
taking men of lower rank as their partners. Beginning in the Kamakura
period, nanshoku became popular among the samurai class as well,
though there is evidence that members of the warrior elite were involved
with court figures well before the 13th century.²⁰
Sexual relationships among male courtiers of Saigyō’s time were more
diverse and did not always follow the pederasty pattern of a high-ranking
personage patronizing a retainer while also being involved sexually with
that retainer. For example, the powerful Minister of the Left Fujiwara
Yorinaga (1120 –1156) described relationships with a number of men of
varying ages and positions in his diary Taiki (c. 1136 –1155), and Yorinaga was not always the dominant partner.²¹ One relationship in particular gives us insight into contemporary views of male-male sexuality. For
several months in 1142 and 1143, Yorinaga, already a very powerful
courtier (Minister of the Interior), pursued a relationship with the young
noble Fujiwara Tadamasa (1124 –1193). The length of time which it took
Yorinaga to woo Tadamasa (over half a year), and the secrecy with which
they conducted their encounters suggests that the men were assiduously
avoiding public knowledge of their relationship. Two reasons for such
secrecy were their proximity in age (Yorinaga was twenty-three and
Tadamasa was nineteen) and the proximity and elevated nature of their
ranks (Yorinaga was second rank and Tadamasa third rank). The relative
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secrecy with which this relationship was carried out— when compared
with the openness of other relationships more aligned with vertical social
axes— and the lack of condemning language in documents of the time
when referring to such vertical sexual relationships, makes it apparent
that male-male sexuality was condoned when it coincided with existing
power and/or age differentials, but was frowned upon when it extended
horizontally among high-ranking aristocrats of similar position, rank, and
age.²²
The ambiguous language of Japanese poetry (uta), in which honorifics
are excluded, personal pronouns rarely appear, and the sundry permutations of nature mirror but imprecisely the undulations of the human heart,
gave poets the ability to express a variety of personal and social situations and ideas employing a single, highly-proscribed, poetic lexicon. Although male-male relationships most often followed vertical power structures, the effect of poetry in expressing male-male desire was to flatten
the field of hierarchical relationships in favor of an egalitarianism of
male-male sociality. Mark Morris writes of uta:
For all its aesthetic limitations, or rather because of its limitations, it was one
form of language that an empress and her servant might exchange with relative freedom. It provided a special, less restrictive socio-aesthetic idiolect that
allowed a kind of expression and communication between sites of unequal
power that speech might inhibit or forbid. This freedom within restrictions of
the poetic code was no doubt one of the most pleasurable aspects of composing waka for the individual and was itself an important social function.²³

The effect of this leveling of language was that male-male desire among
men of differing social status could be expressed in a number of “languages,” including that of friendship, as Paul Gordon Schalow has
shown,²⁴ and that of romantic love, as Gustav Heldt has shown.²⁵
Recent advances made by the scholarship of Heldt and Schalow in
understanding the elasticity of Japanese poetry, especially love poems,
when employed among male poets who may or may not have been involved in sexual relationships, have made it possible to more accurately
characterize the diverse uses of poetic language in the social settings and
structures of the Heian period (794 –1185) court. What about poems exchanged not by courtiers, but by monks? A series of verses exchanged by
Saigyō (previous to his shukke) and the monk Kūnin (12th century),²⁶
which remain largely untreated in Japanese scholarship, reveal that the
spectrum of male-male desire was in fact wider and more nuanced than
the modern bifurcated model of male sexuality that led to the homosex-
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uality theory. The exchange also illustrates that Buddhist monks appropriated the language of love poetry to articulate homosocial and religious
desire just as court poets such as Ariwara no Narihira (825 – 880) and Ki
no Tsurayuki (c. 872– 945) had applied that same language to the spheres
of friendship and patronage. A close analysis of these poems in light of
theories attached to Saigyō’s shukke will broaden our understanding of
how sexual, social, and religious desire coalesced in the rhetoric of Japanese poetry of the 12th century.
The Homosexuality Theory
In order to understand the context in which I argue for a new analysis of
the Saigyō–Kūnin poetic exchange, I will briefly describe the homosexuality theory as it has developed in Saigyō scholarship before addressing
the poems themselves. Well-known Saigyō scholar Mezaki Tokue
pointed out that scholarly discussions of male-male sexuality in the
courts of the Insei period have been met with resistance ²⁷ and, further,
that some Japanese scholars look with disdain upon any implied connection between Saigyō and male-male sexuality.²⁸ This reluctance to discuss male-male sexuality in connection with Saigyō, while highlighting
current views of homosexuality in Japan, fails to represent late-Heian
period views of male-male desire, which appear to have been more tolerant comparatively. Nevertheless, as demonstrated in Yorinaga’s account
of the way he attempted to hide his relationship with Tadamasa, it is
clear that even in the insei courts of the late Heian period male-male sex
was not always condoned and was considered out of the norm in certain
contexts.²⁹
This is not to suggest that male-male sexuality was avoided but that it
more often than not was “unseen” by objective viewers.³⁰ Mezaki writes
that the “strong and pervasive vogue of nanshoku” was to be found “on
the unseen side of aristocratic society of the Insei period.” ³¹ It is also
clear that men with whom Saigyō associated were part of the “vogue”
Mezaki describes. Yorinaga refers in his diary to his sexual relationships
with several men, including Tokudaiji Kin’yoshi (1115 –1161) and Fujiwara Ieakira (c. 1130 –?). Kin’yoshi was the son of Saigyō’s master
Tokudaiji Saneyoshi, whom he served from age fifteen to eighteen, the
brother of Empress Taikenmon-in (1101–1145), and an associate of Saigyō before and after his tonsuring.³² Ieakira was the same Ieakira who
married the sister of Hamuro Reisen-dono, the foster-mother of Saigyō’s
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daughter (abandoned after her father and mother both took the tonsure),
as recounted in Kamo no Chōmei’s (c. 1155 –1216) Hosshinshū (c.
1214).³³ Thus, men who engaged in sexual activity with other men while
maintaining heterosexual relationships with spouses were certainly
within Saigyō’s social group.
The 14th-century genealogical record Sonpi bunmyaku lists certain
members of the Northern Guard as the “Retired Emperor’s Favored
Boys” (In no gochōdō), an appellation indicative of the intimate relationship some members of the Northern Guard shared with their patrons.³⁴
This does not mean that all members of the Northern Guard had sexual
relationships with their sovereign or with each other. Rather, the point
Mezaki wishes to make is that the “decadence” of this environment could
have been a motivating factor in Saigyō’s shukke.³⁵ Saigyō, who surely
would have been aware of the sexual relationships around him even if he
was not a participant, may have been dismayed by what Mezaki and
others have characterized as a “secret” and “barren” cultural phenomenon. However, this stance assumes that Saigyō considered homosexuality
to be a “secret,” “barren,” and “decadent” phenomenon. Such terminology, rather than descriptive of an historical context, betrays modern homophobia. Although some in court circles of the time were averse to
Toba’s male-male sexual coterie, it is just as likely that Saigyō held the
opposite opinion and was an active participant. In the end, we cannot
know whether Saigyō was a participant or a disgusted observer, or
whether either position would have necessarily prompted him to become
a monk.
The most oft-cited shukke theory in both scholarship and popular reception has been the “failed love affair” theory, and never more so than
in the 20th century, though the theory first appeared in the late 13th century.³⁶ The enduring popularity of the failed love affair theory is largely
due to the outrageous possibility of Saigyō’s lover having been an empress,³⁷ something highly unlikely due to Saigyō’s rank, but tantalizing
nonetheless.³⁸ Likewise, the homosexuality theory is inherently scandalous to cultures and individuals that find male-male sexuality and priesthood incompatible. Hence it continues to garner interest. Matsunaga
Goichi suggests that Saigyō was in a dangerous and complicated relationship with Retired Emperor Toba himself, citing the poem he composed upon the interment of his sovereign.³⁹
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今宵こそ思ひ知らるれ浅からぬ君に契りのある身なりけり

koyoi koso
omoi shirarure
asakaranu
kimi ni chigiri no
aru mi narikeri

This night
I cannot help but realize
that I am one
bonded to milord
in no shallow way! ⁴⁰

American scholar William R. LaFleur, in his treatment of Saigyō’s
shukke, seems to favor the homosexuality theory, though he introduces
other possibilities as well, including a failed love affair with Empress
Taikenmon-in.⁴¹ Satō Masahide suggests that the failed love affair was in
fact with Satō Noriyasu, Saigyō’s friend and colleague in The Tale of
Saigyō (Saigyō monogatari) and the main figure in the “death of a
friend” shukke theory.⁴² The failure of the affair in this case is due to
Noriyasu’s death, and so this theory combines three common shukke theories.⁴³ Satō cites the following poem as evidence.
世をのがれけるをり、ゆかりありける人のもとへいひおくりける

Sent when I shunned the world to someone who had ties to me.
世の中を背きはてぬと言ひおかむ思ひ知るべき人はなくとも

yo no naka o
somuki hatenu to
iiokamu
omoishiru beki
hito wa naku to mo

I shall declare
I have completely
turned my back on the world,
though there be no one
who may understand why.⁴⁴

Satō comments: “Saigyō writes that ‘there is no one who may understand’ his absolute desire. His handsome young man had suddenly
died.” ⁴⁵
Both Matsunaga and Satō attempt to explain Saigyō’s shukke by marshalling and interpreting poetry as evidence, in this case to support the
possibility of a male-male sexual relationship. Interpreting poems in order to flesh out biography is a common occurrence in Saigyō scholarship.
The unfortunate result of such an approach is that our understanding of
the poetry becomes severely limited; the equivocal and evocative nature
of Japanese poetic language is overlooked in favor of a determined interpretation based upon certain preconceived notions, or narratives.⁴⁶ If we
read Saigyō’s poetry not in an effort to prove or disprove a theory but in
order to understand the aspects and functions of its language and expres-
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sion, we learn something very important about poetic praxis by monks of
the late Heian period.
The multivalent expressive capacities of waka language, especially that
of love poetry — what Heldt calls the “slippery surface of the language” ⁴⁷— reflected the intricate emotional world of shukke, making
love poetry the perfect form for expressing the complex and intense desires of men who longed to leave everything behind to devote themselves
to religion. Saigyō’s exchange with Kūnin is a compelling example of
the sophisticated multilayering of expressions of sexual, social, and religious desire.
Between Saigyō and Kūnin: A Secret Letter
In a set of renga (linked verses) from the small collection Zanshū, which
was largely unknown until the 20th century, Saigyō recounts in unusual
detail and in a story-like manner ⁴⁸ his encounter with Kūnin, who was in
reclusion at Hōrinji, a temple of the Shingon sect in the Arashiyama area
of western Kyoto. As one of the few examples of Saigyō’s poetry that we
know to have been composed prior to his tonsuring, this exchange is very
important. Kubota Shōichirō calls this small set of verses Saigyō’s “mental state immediately prior to shukke,” ⁴⁹ although Zanshū consists of poems that Saigyō recalled (and prefaced) late in life. The preface and Kūnin’s first verse follow.
Before I had escaped the world, Saijū and I went to Hōrin Temple, where, intending to learn sutras, Kūnin was in reclusion in a thatched hut. There we
spoke together, and, upon our departure, Kūnin even accompanied us to the
boat dock, and, with much regret at parting, when he saw a raft coming down
the river, he composed the following:
はやく筏はここに来にけり⁵⁰

hayaku ikada wa / koko ni kinikeri
How quickly the raft has come to this spot!
It is worth noting that his close friend and frequent travelling companion
Saijū,⁵¹ who eventually took the tonsure with Saigyō, accompanied him
on this excursion. They seem to have fed each other’s interest in Buddhism, and exemplify the type of homosocial relationship typical of Buddhist acolytes of the time, who often took the tonsure as groups of friends
or associates, and sometimes as master and servants, or mistress and
ladies-in-waiting. Kūnin, like Saijū, encouraged Saigyō’s interest in the
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life of a Buddhist monk, and Saigyō certainly admired Kūnin, as we can
gather from his comment after Kūnin’s verse.
He wore a light persimmon-dyed robe, and as he stood and spoke, I found him
to be very elegant.⁵²

More than an analysis of Kūnin’s fashion, this statement reveals what it
was about Kūnin that appealed to Saigyō.⁵³ First, he comments on Kūnin’s persimmon-dyed robe, a reference to his status as a religious acolyte and the subdued elegance of his attire, appropriate to one who would
take a vow of poverty.⁵⁴ In the second phrase, Saigyō describes Kūnin’s
“speaking” as he stood at the dock, a reference to his poeticizing. It is the
image of Kūnin reciting a simple yet entirely appropriate verse while attired as a monk that Saigyō finds “elegant” (yū), a word usually reserved
for descriptions of courtly elegance rather than descriptions of homely
monks. His use of the term “elegant” indicates his unusual admiration for
Kūnin’s religious and poetic deportment.
Saigyō replies with the following verse to cap Kūnin’s.
大井川上に井堰やなかりつる

Ōigawa / kami ni iseki ya / nakaritsuru
Perhaps there was no dam at the head of the Ōi River.⁵⁵
When Kūnin comments upon how quickly the raft has arrived from upstream, he is perhaps referring to how quickly he has accepted the Buddhist Way and decided to become a monk. Saigyō is wryly suggesting
that there were no obstacles to Kūnin’s acceptance of the Buddhist
Way.⁵⁶ This is perhaps a veiled commentary on Saigyō’s own reticence
in leaving behind the world (including family, wealth, and career) to become a monk.
After reciting this verse, Saigyō and Saijū depart on their raft, as described by Saigyō.
Thus as we parted and began to cross, in an elegant and raspy voice, [Kūnin]
intoned “The Great One of Wisdom and Virtue is strong and robust, and will
save the numberless multitudes,” which was noble and moving.⁵⁷

Saigyō then recites a verse which seems a simple statement but is in fact
an overt expression of his intention to follow the Buddhist path.
大井川船にのり得て渡るかな

Ōigawa / fune ni noriete / wataru kana
Having gained passage on this boat I will cross the Ōi River! ⁵⁸
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Noriete, meaning to be able to ride, or “gain passage,” as I have translated it, can also mean “to obtain the Dharma (nori).” By obtaining the
Dharma, Saigyō is able to cross the river, which is a symbol of the turbulent and corrupt world. Saijū adds his own verse to this.
流れに棹をさす心地して

nagare ni sao o / sasu kokochi shite
I feel as if I have thrust an oar into this flow.
Saijū is making a bolder statement than perhaps Saigyō is willing to
venture, indicating that he is not only riding the boat, but paddling along
with the current. This has been read as an indication of Saijū’s decision
to join Saigyō in renouncing the world. Saigyō himself commented on
this verse.
[Saijū] had something he was pondering in his heart,⁵⁹ and so, I suppose, he
added this verse in this manner.

To end the episode, Saigyō composes two poems with narrative commentary:
大井川君がなごりの慕はれて井堰の波の袖に懸れる

Ōigawa
kimi ga nagori no
shitawarete
iseki no nami no
sode ni kakareru

Ōi River—
longing for you
and loath to leave you,
the waves of the dam
lap at my sleeves.⁶⁰

As I recited this, and as we rowed away, I asked “How long do you intend to be
in seclusion?” To which he answered, “I have not decided—I may move on to
some other [temple].” I found this very moving [and composed the following:]
いつかまた巡りあふべき法の輪のあらしの山をきみ出でなば

itsu ka mata
meguriau beki
nori no wa no
arashi no yama o
kimi shi idenaba

When shall we
meet again
the Wheel of the Law,
if you leave
this Stormy Mountain? ⁶¹

He appeared to intend to reply, but we were caught in the current of the dam,
and I thought this very unfortunate.

In the first poem, Saigyō expresses his regret at parting with Kūnin, comparing the waves of the river to his own tears soaking his sleeve — a

Jack Stoneman

435

common conceit. The repetitive use of the dam motif suggests that Saigyō feels prevented from pursuing his true desires. Combined with the
words kimi ga nagori (translated here as “loath to leave you”) and shitawarete (“longing”), these images suggest a lovers’ parting. Though kimi
can mean “friend” or “lord,” the diction of the poem suggests a “lover”
who will pine for his beloved while they are separated.
The second poem is less ambiguous by virtue of its use of Buddhist
language. It is full of plays on words and references to both the location
(Hōrinji, or “temple of the Wheel of the Dharma”) and the Wheel of the
Dharma (nori no wa), expressing Saigyō’s apprehension at ever seeing
Kūnin again as well as his worry that perhaps he will not get another
chance to accept the Dharma. Meguriau nori no wa refers specifically to
the rare opportunity to meet and accept the Buddhist Law, or become a
monk. It is possible that Saigyō wished to join Kūnin in taking the tonsure and becoming an “elegant” monk/poet, but was unable to commit at
this time, for a number of reasons that “dammed” his progress toward the
“other shore.” Such is obliquely indicated by the prose ending of this
episode, in which Saigyō and Saijū are regretfully swept by the current
downriver before they can hear Kūnin’s reply to Saigyō’s final poem.
After returning to the capital, Saigyō sent a boxed gift to his friend,
with which he included a letter, whereupon Kūnin replied with the following verse. This later exchange resembles kinuginu no uta, or “morning after” poems that lovers would exchange after the initiation of a sexual relationship.
結び籠めたる文とこそ見れ

musubi kometaru / fumi to koso mire
I saw the letter you bound and placed inside.
If we read only the surface of the poem, it simply states that Kūnin read
Saigyō’s letter. It may also be read “I gather that your letter was written
in secret,” this reading made possible by musubi kometaru, or “folded
and bound and hidden away,” which can be interpreted as a desire to
conceal a letter, especially a love letter.⁶² Saigyō’s capping of Kūnin’s
verse hints at this reading.
里とよむことをば人に聞かれじと

sato toyomu / koto o ba hito ni / kikareji to
So no one might hear of it and cause an uproar . . .⁶³
It seems that for some reason Saigyō wrote the letter in secret and in-
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tended it to remain secret, and that Kūnin understood this. But why was
the letter secret? If Saigyō had indeed decided to take the dramatic step
of shukke, which necessarily meant the abandonment of family and career, this information, if not presented carefully and with proper timing,
could be very upsetting to a number of concerned parties.
An even more nuanced reading of Kūnin’s verse is possible: “I see
from your letter that you have chosen to become a monk recluse.” Musubu is an engo, or associated word, of “thatched hut,” and used in uta
when referring to building a hut. Komu, to “place inside,” is closely related to the verb komoru, to “retreat,” and both share the same kanji (籠).
Thus it is possible to infer from Kūnin’s reaction to his letter that it revealed that Saigyō had indeed decided to take the tonsure and become a
recluse (tonseisha). Musubu in this case may also refer to the “binding”
of Saigyō’s fate to the Dharma and to his friend Kūnin as well as the
“binding” nature of his resolve. Furthermore, fumi, meaning letter, is homophonous with the word for “taking a step,” and can thus be interpreted
as the first step toward a romantic relationship or the life of a recluse.⁶⁴
Musubi kometaru fumi in this sense could be translated “binding secret
letter/first step.”
It is clear that the expression of these poems and those exchanged at
the river, specifically the diction, point to erotic overtones. Poems that
mention Ōi River, for example, often mention dams, and water spilling
over the dam and sometimes dampening sleeves. Some Ōi River poems
that mention dams,⁶⁵ and many poems that mention dams but not in connection to Ōi River, were love poems. The feelings of the lover are
“dammed” by one obstacle or another, eventually “spilling” over in the
form of tears. Musubu was a verb used most often in love poetry, referring to promises, ties that bind, and the fulfillment of love and/or marriage (musubu in this last sense meaning fruition). Fumi in uta are almost
always love letters.⁶⁶ Used in conjunction with a secret letter, the verb
musubu strongly suggests romance. This exchange can certainly be read
as two lovers attempting to conceal a relationship. Knowing that the
poets are two men does not rule out the possibility of romance; rather, it
forces us to consider the possibility that the language of the poems is
more complex than a surface reading might suggest.
It was not unusual for male poets of the Heian period to borrow the
erotically-charged language of love poetry to express a range of desires.⁶⁷
Employing the conventions of love poetry, Saigyō expresses religious
yearning in terms of longing for companionship with Kūnin, which
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seems blocked by a number of obstacles. Saigyō is eventually swept
away from the object of his longing, which is both companionship with
Kūnin and the poetic/religious ideal that he represents. Nevertheless, in
the second set of linked verses, Saigyō’s decision to become a monk is
expressed in the form of a lover’s promise to Kūnin, a promise to “meet
again” typical of love poetry.⁶⁸ The already practicing monk then becomes the potential lover, and the acolyte Saigyō becomes the suitor who
wishes for union.⁶⁹
Saigyō and the Language of Fraternal Longing
For most of the history of Saigyō reception, the poems of Zanshū were
not in wide circulation. Thus, it is unlikely that this episode was commonly viewed by Saigyō’s pre-modern audiences as an expression of homosocial desire. Nevertheless, there is a possibility that pre-modern audiences interpreted Saigyō and some of his poetry in this manner, even if
they did not define homosocial desire in the same way contemporary
Western scholarship does. Saigyō was always recognized for his poems
expressing desire for companionship, specifically the company of a fellow recluse. The following poem is one example, cited by several modern scholars as evidence of Saigyō’s fraternal yearning.⁷⁰
さびしさにたへたる人のまたもあれな庵ならべむ冬の山里

sabishisa ni
taetaru hito no
mata mo are na
iori narabemu
fuyu no yamazato

I wish there were
another here
who could bear this loneliness;
we’d build our huts side by side
in this wintry mountain home.⁷¹

Saigyō did indeed compose many poems expressing loneliness and desire for companionship that may be interpreted as homosocial longing.⁷²
Furthermore, Saigyō often employed the language of love poetry to express desire for male companions. The following exchange between Saigyō and his friend Saijū is one example.
高野の奥の院の橋の上にて、月明かりければ、諸共にながめ明して、其頃西
住上人京へ出にけり、その夜の月忘難くて、又同じ橋の月の頃、西住上人の
もとへ言ひ遣はしける

Because the moon shone so brightly over the bridge of the inner sanctuary at
Kōya, we spent the entire night together gazing, and at about that time Master
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Saijū left for the capital. That night was unforgettable, and when the moon
was bright again over the same bridge, I sent the following to Master Saijū.
こととなく君恋渡る橋の上に争ふものは月の影のみ

kototonaku
kimi koiwataru
hashi no ue ni
arasou mono wa
tsuki no kage nomi

Lost in
longing for you
on this bridge
all that might vie
is the moon’s light.⁷³

[Saijū’s] reply
思ひやる心は見えで橋の上に争ひけりな月の影のみ

omoiyaru
kokoro wa miede
hashi no ue ni
arasoikeri na
tsuki no kage nomi

I could not see
that your heart had reached out to me —
on that bridge
indeed they vie,
none but the moon’s light.⁷⁴

In his annotation of Saijū’s poem, Nishizawa Yoshihito writes that the
poet’s “manner of dismissing the other’s expression of loneliness in a
counterattack closely resembles female poetry of the courtly era.” ⁷⁵
Saijū, knowing Saigyō’s fondness for the moon’s beauty, accuses him of
thinking not of his absent companion, but instead longing for the moon
that they viewed together. Saijū’s catty response is indeed reminiscent of
poetic exchanges in the courting process, in which the woman repeatedly
accuses the man of shallow feelings, infidelity, and insincerity. Nishizawa goes on to write that “because [the poets] are very close, they have
mimicked love poetry in their exchange.” ⁷⁶ This interpretation is at least
more objectively grounded than that of Shirasu Masako, who uses this
poem and several others that she conjectures to have been sent to Saijū as
evidence of a homosexual relationship.⁷⁷ There is more, however, to the
language of this poem than mere playfulness between friends.
Another poem sent by Saigyō to a fellow monk ⁷⁸ will help illustrate.
秋の頃、高野へまゐるべき由、頼めてまゐらざりける人のもとへ、雪降りて
後申遣はしける

Sent to someone who was supposed to come to Kōya in autumn but did not
come as I had anticipated, after snow had fallen.
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雪深く埋みてけりな君来やともみぢの錦しきし山路を

yuki fukaku
uzumitekeri na
kimi ku ya to
momiji no nishiki
shikishi yamaji o

Now it is buried
deep with snow,
the mountain path I had laid
with a brocade of autumn leaves,
thinking you would come.⁷⁹

When Saigyō writes to absent friends (usually monks), he often adopts
the stance of a pining woman.⁸⁰ The language of Japanese love poetry is
the language of longing, and so it is appropriately used by Saigyō to express his deeply-felt longing for companionship in mountain solitude. To
simply point out that the language of such poems is “reminiscent of
male-female exchanges,” ⁸¹ or to assume a sexual relationship because of
erotic overtones, is insufficient to understanding the larger issue of the
expression of desire in the idiomatic lexicon of uta. It was impossible for
male poets to express any sort of desire, whether it be sexual, social, fraternal, or spiritual, without using the language of koi. Koi has most often
been understood to mean “love,” specifically heterosexual love, in modern Japan and the West. Nevertheless, the word in its basic sense expresses nothing more than longing. Modern cultural assumptions have
led to the narrowing of its definition and usage. It is clear, however, from
the poems I have discussed and others exchanged by monks of the time
that the usage of koi (and the language of love poetry in general) in the
Heian and Medieval periods was much broader and more diverse than
modern readers have long thought it to be.
In vernacular literature as well Saigyō was sometimes depicted as
wracked with longing for companionship, especially that of fellow
monks. In the collection of Buddhist anecdotes Senjūshō (after 1190) we
find an account of Saigyō overcome by longing for a fellow monk who
has left Kōya for the capital.⁸² Saigyō gathers enough human bones from
the environs to make a skeleton, employs revitalizing magic, and creates
a zombie-like companion, but is disappointed when the android is unable
to speak properly. Not sure whether disassembling his companion would
constitute murder, he eventually leaves the zombie deep in the mountains
“where nobody will pass.” ⁸³ Although bordering on the bizarre, this anecdote aptly demonstrates that Saigyō’s medieval audience recognized in
him a certain type of intense homosocial desire. This image was the
product of, or at the very least fueled by, the type of homosocial expressions in his poetry I have discussed.
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The Conflation of Sexual, Social, and Religious Desire
We must ask why Saigyō and other poets of the Heian and Medieval
periods borrowed the language of love poetry to express homosocial and
religious desire. There are several answers we can posit. As already mentioned, there was no generic set of diction within the uta canon of language set aside for fraternal expressions per say. Similarly, there was not
a separate category of poetic expression for male-male desire aside from
the language of love poetry, which has traditionally been received as
wholly heterosexual. And yet koi could apply to a variety of gendered
situations in uta. Furthermore, poets created gendered positions in their
poems in order to express a variety of relationships— friendship, patronage, religious brotherhood, and of course romance.⁸⁴ The poem Saigyō
composed after the death of Retired Emperor Toba (“This night/I cannot
help but realize . . .), cited by Matsunaga as evidence of a sexual relationship, is one example. In it, Saigyō refers to his sovereign as kimi, an
appropriate title used for “milord” in uta, but also, as noted above, a
word used for “friend” or “lover.” Saigyō expresses his tie to Toba as
chigiri, again a word often used in poetry for the bond between lovers.
No mention of a funeral is made,⁸⁵ nor is there an indication of the gender or social positions of the poet or referent, leaving the interpretation of
identities and relationship ambiguous. The last two lines of the poem
may be translated “bonded to milord /in no shallow way” or “bonded to
my love /in no shallow way.” Some words were surprisingly versatile in
uta usage, such as kimi. The fluidity of words such as kimi, chigiri, and
musubu indicates that the range of concepts that might be expressed by
these words were not as far from one another on the continuum of desire
in the Heian period as they are perceived as being today.
From at least the time of the imperial anthology Shūishū (c. 1004 –
1012), shakkyōka, or “poems on the teachings of the Buddha,” appeared
in Japanese poetry collections. These poems were largely based upon
passages or phrases from sutras but were sometimes records of gatherings at temples for sutra readings or lectures, for example. Shakkyōka
were often didactic and sometimes semantically clever as poets attempted to effect in poetic language what Stephen D. Miller has called
the “co-penetration of the literary and religious worlds in Japan.” ⁸⁶ Being
largely concerned with exegesis and socio-religious occasions, shakkyōka as a form was not conducive to the expression of the sort of emotions and desires that comprised the shukke experience. Rather, the lan-
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guage of love poetry, which is the language of desire and longing — most
often unfulfilled desire — was far better suited to the powerful longing for
a new way of life, a new and more intense enacting of belief, that acolytes such as Saigyō and Kūnin wished to express.
What does this conflation of sexual, social, and religious desire in
poetry reveal about poetic and social praxis in the arena of Buddhist
renunciation? Gustav Heldt, analyzing erotic language used to express
friendship and patronage in poetry of the Kokinshū era (early 10th century), writes:
Both men and women could access the same erotic language to mark their relationships to one another as patrons, clients, and lovers. If anything, the language of Heian court poetry appears to have rhetorically conflated, rather than
separated, sexuality and social difference. Desire in such cases is the expression not so much of a sexed identity as of a relationship determined by power
differentials.⁸⁷

However, renunciation leading to reclusion outside of institutional structures represented an extra-societal space apart from the power differentials and rigid hierarchical arrangements of the court or of templecentered Buddhist priesthood. Using erotic language to create metaphorical romantic relationships, what Heldt calls “gendered positions and desires” and “strategic performances,” ⁸⁸ in their poetry, Saigyō and Kūnin
did not articulate nor call into question a social hierarchy as Tsurayuki or
Narihira had. Nor did the gendered positions they created represent a
pederastic relationship as it might in later centuries as chigo became popular in literature and art. Rather, these poets constructed gendered positions where clear and defined social and religious configurations did not
exist (in real social settings and in poetic expression) in order to reflect
the desires for spiritual fulfillment, faithful companionship, and mutual
moral support they harbored.
The worlds of the court and of institutional Buddhism in the Heian and
Medieval periods were hierarchical, sexual and social relationships
among courtiers and monks generally following established patterns of
social difference and power differentials, even if the language of uta had
the potential to complicate, subvert, and flatten such structures. Nanshoku of the insei courts, chigo trends in Buddhist temples of the Medieval period, and pederasty among the samurai class of the Medieval and
Edo periods all reflected, indeed relied upon, these hierarchical social
structures. Tonseisha of the late Heian and Medieval periods, however,
tended to live outside such structures. The relationships they built with
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other recluses were unprecedentedly horizontal in nature. Their use of
love poetry, with its ability to express intense longing, both for spiritual
transformation (as in shukke) and solidarity with like-minded monks,
while simultaneously erasing social difference was natural, as monk recluses created through their poetic exchanges a discourse of desire that
entwined brotherhood and love, friendship and faith.
In the language of the poetry they exchanged, the binding of an erotic/
religious relationship with Kūnin signified the radical step of shukke for
Saigyō. Kūnin thus became Saigyō’s new suitor in both a sexual and social sense, replacing his wife and his sovereign. In this conflated sexual
and religious rhetoric, Kūnin became the lover/guru for whom Saigyō
pined, the one capable of fulfilling his desire not for sexual union but for
ecstatic religious union. In later exchanges, comrades such as Saijū and
Jakuzen became for Saigyō both friends and lovers in a spiritual sense.
More than just friends, these men were for Saigyō the “soul mates” that
could understand the deepest yearnings of his heart and whose company
or absence could for Saigyō mean the difference between ecstasy and
despair.
The Saigyō-Kūnin exchange has largely been read in Saigyō scholarship as simply a window into his aspiration to be a recluse. The exchange
may also be read as a clue to their romantic desire if one wishes to advance a theory of male-male sexuality being a motivating factor in Saigyō’s shukke. However, as Heldt points out,
Breaking the habit of reading poems in a manner that forces us to choose between the sexual (in the case of male-female exchanges) and nonsexual (in the
case of male-male exchanges) opens up avenues of approach that may be less
anachronistically modern, insofar as they do not presume sexuality to be the
driving force behind desire, gender, and identity.⁸⁹

Allowing the conflated language of their poems to speak for itself, rather
than using that language to define gender or sexuality, enables us to discover that for Saigyō and Kūnin, shukke was a process as dangerous,
emotionally charged, and profoundly life altering as an illicit love affair
and the ensuing collapse of one’s marriage might be. Words like kimi,
chigiri, fumi, and musubu, when used in poems such as those exchanged
by Saigyō and Kūnin, are charged with meaning but also ambiguity and
metaphor. These poems demonstrate that the language of love poetry in
the Heian period was pliable enough to be the ideal mode of expression
for a continuum of desire that included sexual, social, and religious
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yearning. For Saigyō and Kūnin, desire for one another’s companionship
was related to their desire for salvation, and hence their choice of diction
filled with longing was not unusual. It was unusual in the sense that Buddhist monks, and especially recluses, were supposed to have abandoned
all desire and live in a state of detached objectivity. This was, of course,
an ideal more often than it was a reality. The adoption of the language of
love poetry by Buddhist monks to express deeply-felt desires that were
potentially sacred and profane was a signal moment in the history of
Japanese poetry, for it expanded the boundaries of poetic expression at
the same time that it gave voice to new domains of human feeling — the
complex and keenly felt passions, contradictions, and aspirations of
shukke and tonsei.
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NOTES
1. There are at least eight major theories appearing in literature or scholarship
from the 12th century to the present which attempt to explain the circumstances of Saigyō’s shukke, including the death of a daughter or close
friend, dissatisfaction with factional politics, and a failed love affair. See
Kawada Jun, Saigyō (Tokyo: Sōgensha, 1939), 111–118; Shimonishi Zenzaburō, Saigyō, Chōmei: Juyō to seisei (Tokyo: Bensey Shuppan, 2005),
173 –174.
2. Twenty-two by Western reckoning.
3. Although the theory is in circulation among scholars, few have included it
in lists of possible scenarios for Saigyō’s tonsuring. Shimonishi Zenzaburō,
in his exhaustive list, includes nanshoku kankyō tōin, or “environment of
male-male sexuality as a distant cause” (Shimonishi, Saigyō, Chōmei, 174).
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4. An event called shukke, or “leaving one’s household” to enter the Buddhist
priesthood. Shukke also echoes the “Parable of the Burning House” in the
third fascicle of the Lotus Sutra, in which escaping a burning house is likened to achieving salvation. There is no consensus on exactly what sort of
family Saigyō left behind, though most scholars agree he was married and
had at least one daughter and perhaps a son. See Mezaki Tokue, Saigyō no
shisōshiteki kenkyū (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 1978), 11–38; Kubota
Jun, Saigyō: Sōan to tabiji ni utau (Tokyo: Shintensha, 1996), 28 –36.
5. They were elite as a group by virtue of their proximity to emperors. As individuals, the Northern Guard were generally of the fifth rank or lower.
6. Nowhere in his writings does Saigyō state explicitly what precipitated his
decision to become a monk, though many poems composed around the time
of his shukke are extant.
7. Toba was known to be an admirer and “collector” of handsome young men,
and the Northern Guard was one way by which he surrounded himself with
such youths. See Tōno Haruyuki, “Nikki ni miru Fujiwara Yorinaga no nanshoku kankei — ōchō kizoku no vita sekushuarisu,” Hisutoria 84 (1979):
24 –25; Iwata Jun’ichi, Honchō nanshoku kō (Ise: Furukawa Shoten, 1974),
21–26. See also Mezaki Tokue, Suki to mujō (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kōbunkan, 1988), 11–19.
8. Triangular relationships and the mistreatment of other men’s partners sometimes led to conflict during the Insei period (1086 –1185), and these personal conflicts sometimes spilled into the political arena. See Tōno, “Nikki
ni miru,” 15 –29; Gomi Fumihiko, Inseiki shakai no kenkyū (Tokyo: Degawa Shuppan, 1984), 416 – 441.
9. Gary P. Leupp, Male Colors: The Construction of Homosexuality in Tokugawa Japan (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 1.
10. Gregory M. Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire: Male-Male Sexuality in
Japanese Discourse, 1600 –1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1999), 3.
11. Leupp refutes some of Iwata’s claims of references to male-male sexuality
in pre-Heian texts. See Leupp, Male Colors, 22–23.
12. Pflugfelder, Cartographies of Desire, 7– 8.
13. The very conservative field of Man’yōshū studies was scandalized in 1995
by an article written by Go Tetsuo entitled “Man’yō no ‘kōyū’: Ōtomo no
Yakamochi to dōseiai,” Nihon Bungaku 44 (1995):1–10.
14. The practice of pederasty had already emerged in Buddhist temples of Saigyō’s time, and so it might seem odd that he would enter the priesthood in
order to avoid male-male sexuality. Nevertheless, Saigyō was already past
the age of most young men in pederastic relationships of the time, and he
did not enter the monastic community of any temple, living instead as a re-
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cluse and thus somewhat removed from the environment of temple pederasty.
15. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1990); Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985).
16. Paul Gordon Schalow, in his study of male friendship in Ise monogatari, eschews the use of the term “male homosocial desire,” “because it was coined
to describe a structure of repressed desire for male intimacy, observed in the
English novel between 1750 –1850, which existed in a specific historical
context characterized by increased constraints on male-male contact” (“Five
Portraits of Male Friendship in the Ise monogatari,” Harvard Journal of
Asiatic Studies 60, no. 2 (2000): 449 – 450). However, Sedgwick’s term has
transcended the bounds of her studies, and I find it useful to employ the
term in order to participate in a larger conversation about male-male desire
across cultures and time periods. The more independent terms (in the sense
that they are not readily associated with any one scholar or scholarly discourse) “male-male desire” and “male intimacy,” nevertheless, are acceptable synonyms and will be used in this study interchangeably.
17. Sedgwick, Between Men, 1–2.
18. See Iwata, Honchō nanshoku kō, 21–57; Yoshimura Shigeki, “In hokumen
kō,” Hōseishi Kenkyū 2 (1952): 45 –72; Tōno, “Nikki ni miru,” 15 –29;
Gomi, Inseiki shakai no kenkyū, 416 – 441; Gomi Fumihiko, “Inseiki no sei
to seiji, buryoku,” Bungaku 6, no. 1 (1995), 13 –22; Leupp, Male Colors,
22–32.
19. Paul S. Atkins, “Chigo in the Medieval Japanese Imagination,” Journal of
Asian Studies 67, no. 3 (2008): 948.
20. Gomi, Inseiki shakai no kenkyū, 433 – 437.
21. Although Yorinaga’s diary has been an invaluable source in understanding
nanshoku of the period, Yorinaga’s sexual activities did not always fit the
prevailing patterns of male-male sex in which social hierarchies were often
reflected and reinforced. Hence his relationships are not always representative of larger trends.
22. Tōno, “Nikki ni miru,” 17–18.
23. Mark Morris, “Waka and Form, Waka and History,” Harvard Journal of
Asiatic Studies 46, no. 2 (1986): 555.
24. Paul Gordon Schalow, A Poetics of Courtly Male Friendship in Heian Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2006).
25. Gustav Heldt, The Pursuit of Harmony: Poetry and Power in Early Heian
Japan (Ithaca: Cornell East Asia Series, 2008); “Between Followers and
Friends: Male Homosocial Desire in Heian Court Poetry,” U.S.–Japan
Women’s Journal 33 (2007): 3 –32.
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26. Kūnin was Ōnakatomi no Kiyonaga before his shukke; he appears to have
left the Buddhist priesthood at some point. His family were hereditary
Shintō priests tied to the Ise Shrines. His father and grandfather were accused in a murder plot around the time that Norikiyo visited Kūnin, and it is
possible that the reversal of the family’s fortunes contributed to Kūnin’s decision to become a monk. See Kim Im-jung, Saigyō waka to Bukkyō shisō
(Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2007), 25 –28.
27. Shirasu Masako notes anecdotally that Gomi Fumihiko, a pioneering researcher into male-male sexual politics of the Insei period, became disgusted the more he looked into the history of the Hōgen and Heiji disturbances because he kept arriving at male-male sexual relationships as catalysts
for historical events. See Ryōsei guyū no bi (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 2003), 68.
28. Mezaki, Suki to mujō, 12–13.
29. William R. LaFleur, Awesome Nightfall: The Life, Times, and Poetry of Saigyō (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2003), 9.
30. Nevertheless, not all male-male sexual relations were covert. Gomi Fumihiko, Iwata Jun’ichi, and others refer to several historical sources (in addition to Fujiwara Yorinaga’s diary) that clearly identify male-male sexual relationships among court figures of the Insei period, including Jien’s (1155 –
1225) Gukanshō (c. 1220), Kujō Kanezane’s (1149 –1207) Gyokuyō (1164 –
1200), Kojidan (c. 1212–1215), and Sonpi bunmyaku (14th century).
31. Mezaki, Suki to mujō, 12.
32. Saigyō’s personal poetry collection Sankashū records two poetic exchanges
between Saigyō and Kin’yoshi: 856 [785], 857 [786] and 1015 [933], 1016
[934]. Saigyō’s poems are first cited with a number from Watanabe Tamotsu’s Sankashū zenchūkai (Tokyo: Kazama Shobō, 1979), the most comprehensive and inclusive one-volume version of not only Sankashū but Kikigakishū and Zanshū as well as poems gleaned from other sources. Numbers
in brackets refer to the NKBT version of Sankashū edited by Kazamaki
Keijirō (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1965). These numbers also correspond to
the Shinchō Nihon koten shūsei version of Sankashū edited by Gotō Shigeo
(Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1982) as well as the most recently published annotated
version of Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū edited by Nishizawa Yoshihito,
Utsuki Genkō, and Kubota Jun (Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 2003).
33. See Miki Sumito, ed., Hōjōki, Hosshinshū (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1976), 262–
264. According to Hosshinshū, Saigyō did not want his daughter to be
raised by Ieakira and hence took the bold step of making her a nun (against
the wishes of her adoptive sister). Mezaki conjectures that this may have
been due to Saigyō’s dislike of Ieakira, since he was aligned with the
Bifukumon-in/Konoe side of the Hōgen succession struggle, whereas Saigyō was “aligned” with the Taikenmon-in/Sutoku side. See Mezaki, Saigyō
no shisōshiteki kenkyū, 29 –31.
34. Mezaki, Suki to mujō, 11–12.
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35. Ibid., 13.
36. The military tale Genpei jōsuiki is the origin of the failed love affair theory.
See Mizuhara Hajime, ed., Shintei Genpei jōsuiki (Tokyo: Shinjinbutsu
Ōraisha, 1989), 355 –356.
37. Taikenmon-in (1101–1145), one of Toba’s empresses, is the most commonly supposed object of Saigyō’s desire. It has also been suggested that
Toba’s other consort, Bifukumon-in (1117–1160), was the object of Saigyō’s desire. Gomi Fumihiko rejects these possibilities, positing an affair
with Taikenmon-in’s daughter Jōsaimon-in (1126 –1189). See Gomi’s Fujiwara no Teika no jidai — chūsei no bunka kūkan (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,
1991), 120 –122.
38. See, for example, Kawada, Saigyō, 111–118; Yasuda Ayao, Saigyō (Tokyo:
Yayoi Shobō, 1973), 21–28, 101–115; Shirasu Masako, Saigyō (Tokyo:
Shinchōsha, 1988), 41–53; Watabe Osamu, Saigyō (Tokyo: Shimizu Shoin,
1998), 58 – 62; Shimonishi, Saigyō, Chōmei, 169 –220. See also novels such
as Arashiyama Kōzaburō, Saigyō to Kiyomori (Tokyo: Shūeisha, 1992); Setouchi Jakuchō, Byakudō (Tokyo: Kōdansha, 1995); Tsuji Kunio, Saigyō
kaden (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1995); Mita Masahiro, Saigyō: Tsuki ni koi suru
(Tokyo: Kawade Shobō, 2008).
39. Matsunaga Goichi, Saigyō gensō (Tokyo: Kōsei Shuppan, 1989), 63 –76.
40. Sankashū 853 [782].
41. LaFleur, Awesome Nightfall, 8 –16.
42. There is no evidence that Satō Noriyasu existed. He was likely a fabrication
of the author(s) of Saigyō monogatari. See Kuwabara Hiroshi, ed., Saigyō
monogatari zen’yakuchū (Tokyo: Kōdansha, 2002), 54 –56; Meredith McKinney, “A Study of Saigyō monogatari” (Ph.D. diss., Australian National
University, 2002), 109 –111.
43. Satō Masahide, “Saigyō to inton,” Kokubungaku: Kaishaku to Kanshō 65,
no. 3 (2000): 20.
44. Sankashū 789 [726].
45. Satō, “Saigyō to inton,” 24. This poem has also been interpreted as part of
the failed love affair theory. See Kubota Jun, Shinkokin kajin no kenkyū
(Tokyo: Tokyo University Press, 1978), 34 –35, for Kubota Jun’s, Kubota
Shoichirō’s, and Kazamaki Keijirō’s positions on the identity of the “one
who may understand.”
46. Neither of these poems is categorized in Sankashū as a love poem, nor are
they grouped near poems that would suggest a romantic, let alone sexual,
reading. Their language, nevertheless, is sufficiently vague to allow a variety of readings; but the approach of Matsunaga and Satō disregards context
(such as poem headings and placement within Sankashū) in favor of definitive interpretations as evidentiary documents supporting male-male sexual
affairs.
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47. Heldt, “Between Followers and Friends,” 3.
48. Kim Im-jung writes, “It is structured such that it seems like one is reading a
monogatari” (Kim, Saigyō waka to Bukkyō shisō, 17).
49. Kubota Shōichirō, Saigyō no kenkyū: Saigyō no waka ni tsuite no kenkyū
(Tokyo: Tōkyōdō, 1962), 122. “Mental state” is shinkyō 心境, and might
also be translated “spiritual state.” Kubota Jun (Shinkokin kajin no kenkyū,
33 –35) and Kim Im-jung (Saigyō waka to Bukkyō shisō, 17–31) have also
treated this sequence in connection with Saigyō’s shukke, though they have
not addressed the issue of homosocial desire.
50. For text from the Zanshū, I have chosen to use the most recent edited version based upon the oldest extant Shigure-tei copy (Nishizawa et al., Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū, 2003). Numbers for Zanshū refer to this version; numbers in brackets refer to Watanabe, Sankashū zenchūkai.
51. Saijū was known before his shukke as Minamoto no Suemasa. See Matsumoto Bun’yū, Saigyō no kage no hito Saijū o saguru (Tokyo: Liber Press,
1995) for a complete treatment of Saijū.
52. Since Saigyō is recalling this exchange late in life (Zanshū was apparently
written down by a listener), this may be rendered “I remember him as very
elegant” ( yū ni oboekeri).
53. See Kim, Saigyō waka to Bukkyō shisō, 21.
54. It is unclear whether Kūnin had actually taken the full tonsure (which includes a vow of poverty) at the time Saigyō visited him. It is likely he was
preparing to do so. He was living as a monk, however, and studying with
and receiving guidance from monks at the Hōrin Temple.
55. Zanshū 22 [1929a].
56. It is possible that, unlike Saigyō, Kūnin did not have family and court position to prevent him from becoming a monk.
57. A passage from the Devadatta fascicle of the Lotus Sutra. The Great One of
Wisdom and Virtue refers to the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī.
58. Zanshū 23 [1929b]. There is a subtext to these poems that reveals their Buddhist meaning. In Buddhist parlance, the Law, or Dharma, is often referred
to as a boat. Amida’s vow to save all sentient beings who recite his name is
also referred to as a boat. This boat carries the practitioner across the turbulent waters of this world to the higan, literally “other shore,” a term for paradise. To ride a boat, noru, is a pun on the word for the Dharma, nori. Kūnin, Saigyō, and Saijū all apply these double meanings.
59. In other words, he was thinking of taking the tonsure.
60. Zanshū 24 [1930].
61. Zanshū 25 [1931].
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62. Kim Im-jung agrees that this exchange is reminiscent of a love letter exchange (Saigyō waka to Bukkyō shisō, 22).
63. Some texts have satoku yomu instead of sato toyomu, which would lead to a
very different reading (something like “read closely”). Kubota Jun, however, has argued persuasively for sato toyomu. See Nishizawa et al., Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū, 365. Toyomu, which often applies to the racket of
birdcall, was sometimes used to mean the spread of gossip when combined
with sato (“village”).
64. See Kubota Jun and Baba Akiko, eds., Utakotoba utamakura daijiten (Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten, 1999), 771–772.
65. The largest proportion of Ōi River poems mentioned fall leaves, and were
not necessarily love poems. Katagiri Yōichi, Utamakura utakotoba jiten
(Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2004), 95 – 96.
66. Kubota and Baba, Utakotoba utamakura daijiten, 771–772.
67. Heldt, “Between Followers and Friends,” 3 –5.
68. This is especially so in love poetry of the Man’yōshū, in which lovers typically tied the strings of their robes together after their first night as a symbolic promise of their binding ties and the eventual unbinding of those same
strings in preparation for further lovemaking. See Kubota and Baba, Utakotoba utamakura daijiten, 870 – 871.
69. Similarly, the union of Jesus Christ and his church is expressed in the New
Testament as that of the bridegroom and the bride. See Matthew Chapter
25. In the Song of Songs, or Song of Solomon, found in the Jewish and
Christian canon, the unity of deity and believer is expressed in overtly erotic
language as the union of lover and beloved.
70. See Watanabe, Sankashū zenchūkai, 298 –299 for Watanabe’s, Kawada
Jun’s, and Kubota Shōichirō’s assessments of this poem. See also Kubota,
Saigyō no kenkyū, 531–532, 617–618, 716–718; Yasuda, Saigyō, 63; Mezaki, Suki to mujō, 141; Yamaki Kōichi, Saigyō no sekai (Tokyo: Hanawa
Shobō, 1979), 193; Yamaki Kōichi, Saigyō waka no keisei to juyō (Tokyo:
Meiji Shoin, 1987), 364; Takagi Kiyoko, Saigyō no shūkyōteki sekai (Tokyo: Taimeidō, 1989), 340; Inada Toshinori, Saigyō no waka no sekai (Tokyo: Kasama Shoin, 2004), 213.
71. Sankashū 560 [513].
72. See Inada, Saigyō no waka no sekai, 212–231, for a discussion of expressions of fraternal longing in Saigyō’s poetry.
73. Sankashū 1245 [1157]. The “competition” is between the moonlight and the
poet’s thoughts for his absent companion.
74. Sankashū 1246 [1158]. The “competition” here is simply between the aesthetic beauty of the two moons of the past and the present.
75. Nishizawa et al., Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū, 220 –221.
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76. Ibid., 221.
77. Shirasu, Ryōsei guyū no bi, 73 –79.
78. Saigyō does not indicate his friend by name. However, as Nishizawa points
out (Nishizawa et al, Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū, 97), Jakuzen (also
Jakunen, c. 1120 – after 1182), a frequent correspondent and companion, is
known to have visited Saigyō at Kōya in autumn at least three times.
79. Sankashū 580 [531].
80. Nishizawa et al, Sankashū, Kikigakishū, Zanshū, 97.
81. Shirasu, Ryōsei guyū no bi, 74–76; Inada, Saigyō no waka no sekai, 230.
82. The poetic exchange with Saijū treated earlier was the catalyst for this setsuwa. Although Saijū is not named, the story begins by paraphrasing the
preface of Saigyō’s poem to Saijū.
83. See Yasuda Takako et al, eds., Senjūshō (Tokyo: Gendai Shichōsha, 1987),
125 –128.
84. Heldt, “Between Followers and Friends,” 3 – 9; Schalow, “Five Portraits,”
481– 482.
85. The poem preface, of course, mentions Toba’s funeral as the context for the
poem.
86. Stephen D. Miller, “Shakkyō-ka: The Formation and Development of a
Classical Buddhist Poetry Tradition in the Early Imperial Poetry Anthologies” (Ph.D. diss., University of California Los Angeles, 1993), 1.
87. Heldt “Between Followers and Friends,” 9.
88. Ibid., 3, 25.
89. Ibid., 25.
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